or four times,4 and a more exact survey conducted in ninetyseven English communities in 1834 revealed a ratio between 'communicants' (almost certainly to be equated with members in this context) and hearers of 1: 2.53. 5 The Wesleyan Methodist population of England around 1830 may thus have been of the order of 600,000-800,000 souls. 6 For all the extensive historiography and bibliography of Methodism, ranging from the critiques and apologetics published during and after John Wesley's lifetime to modern secondary works, we still do not have anything like a complete picture of the social profile of this huge Methodist community. Contemporary opponents of the movement laid down some markers, graphically uncovered in John Walsh's current research, still for the most part unpublished; they often portrayed the early Methodists as a threat to the stability of family life through their disproportionate recruitment of women and young people and their encouragement of an experiential religion which served to undermine the work ethic amongst the labouring population who formed their principal catchment area. Subsequent scholarship, largely inspired by Elie Halevy's writings at the beginning of this century, has focused mainly upon the second of these themes, upon the extent to which Methodism evangelized the English working classes and, more especially, the effects of such evangelism upon their behaviour in relation to political reform and, later, trade unionism. The literature stemming from this socalled Methodism and Revolution debate is substantial but still far from conclusive; space precludes a summary of the principal contributions, but they can be sampled from Olsen's recent 4 T. Olivers, A defence of Methodism, delivered extemporary in a public debate (but now considerably enlarged) held in London, December 12th, 19th and 26th 1785 (Leeds, 1818) anthology7 which remains useful despite its underrepresentation of local research. Only in very recent years has attention begun to shift towards an investigation of other social features of early Methodism, in particular to those issues of gender and sexuality which Henry Abelove's stimulating, but controversial, new study of John Wesley8 has now brought very much to the fore.
Building on these various historiographical foundations, the present article attempts to advance our understanding of Methodism's origins and progress through a quantitative analysis of three basic social characteristics of its membership (sex, marital status and occupation) 9 that is more wide-ranging than any hitherto attempted. The evidence derives from the 108 membership lists which are tabulated in Appendix l(a), abstracted from a probable majority of all the circuit membership registers which are extant for the pre-1830 period, and containing details of approximately 80,000 individuals. These lists are fairly well spaced in terms of chronology, the earliest being for London in 1745, although there is an undoubted bias to the years after 1780. In the light of what is known about the geography of early Methodism, 10 the lists are reasonably well spread throughout the country, with a particularly good showing for the Methodist strongholds of Yorkshire and Lancashire (which account for some two fifths of the entire membership sample). l ! Because of the Methodist pattern of linking a large number of urban and rural societies within the same circuit (with a major town chapel at the head), the lists are also likely to be broadly representative of the principal community types. To an extent, therefore, they approximate, however unscientifically, to a national sample.
Gender
The major role played by women during the first century of English Methodism is widely recognized. However, the principal focus of scholarly attention has been on the contribution made by individual women as church founders and lay leaders in the eighteenth 9 Some of the earliest lists also attempt a classification of members by spiritual status (awakened, seeker, justified, sanctified, doubtful, etc.) , but the data have not been analysed here.
10 The single most important reference is R. Currie, 'A micro-theory of Methodist growth'. Proceedings of the \\csley Historical Society, 36 (1967-68), 65-73. " It should be remembered that Methodist circuit boundaries did not coincide with those of the civil counties, especially in the early years of the movement when circuits (or rounds as they were then called) covered a very wide area. The allocation of circuits to English regions, on which some of the summary data in this article are based, must therefore be regarded as fairly approximate. century 12 and as itinerant preachers in the sectarian Methodist movements of the early nineteenth century. 13 With only a few partial exceptions, 14 no real attempt has been made to substantiate the frequent claims of contemporaries that early Methodism attracted a disproportionately female following and that, as a corollary, it disrupted family life by enticing wives, mothers and daughters away from their domestic duties and encouraging them to disobey their unregenerate husbands and fathers, even to the extent of withdrawing conjugal rights. 15 These charges surfaced both in the numerous literary assaults on Methodism, such as The story of the or, The injur'd husband's revenge: A true history, 16 and in the physical opposition to which its supporters were subjected.
Thus in the Norwich riot of 1752 one of the complaints against James Wheatley was that 'Many journeymen who had worked hard till noon, going home, found their wives gone out to the dear hearers, and their children neglected and no dinner for them, and that by such avocations many mouths had come upon the parish.' 1 " As recent scholars have argued: 'What frightened contemporaries about Methodism, as much as anything else, was the opening it provided to women.' 18 They 'interpreted the movement's particular appeal to women as a revolutionary attack against a precarious society at its most vulnerable point. In their minds, it was but a short step from the evangelical proclamation of freedom in Christ to the feminist plea for emancipation in society. ' 19 The membership lists which form the basis of this article enable us to quantify, at a national level, the extent of female support for early Methodism. Although total accuracy would be quite impossible given the problems inherent in such manuscript lists (including illegibility, frequent deletions and/or additions, and the failure of the compilers to distinguish adequately between male and female forenames with similar spellings -for example, Francis or Francesor shared contracted forms -for instance, Char, or Christ.), the data are almost certainly likely to be reliable to within a very few decimal points. The statistics for individual circuits are reproduced in Appendix 1 (a) from which it can be seen that there was a very wide variation in the proportion of women members from one circuit to another, from a high of 70.5 per cent in London in 1745 to a low of 48.1 per cent in Colchester in 1823, but with a concentration (ninety of 108 cases) in the 50.2 to 60.8 per cent range. Summary data appear in Table 1 which shows a mean of 57.7 per cent for the combined sample of 80,361 members. Discounting the 1745 evidence, this figure was remarkably stable over time, with the partial exception of the 1770s and 1780s when the number of female members fell somewhat (decades during which Methodist membership in England grew by 116.7 per cent),20 a finding which is somewhat at odds with Gail Malmgreen's contention, based upon a preliminary study of Cheshire and Lancashire Methodism, that 'in England, as in America, urbanization brought a "feminization" of the ', \or/o/k .-Irchacolony, 36 (1974-77) , 16~-~5; EJ. Bellamy, 'Norwich Methodism in the 1750s, with special reference to James \Vheatley' (University of Bristol M Litt. thesis, 1986) and 'Norwich Methodism in the l~50s'. Religions dissent in East Anglia, ^ I'.S. Lecdham-Green (Cambridge, 1991) 
Marital status
In his recent accounts of the sexuality of early Methodism Henry Abelove has contrasted John Wesley's teaching on the virtues of the single life for the converted sinner ('eunuchs for the sake of heaven') with the preference of his followers for the married state and an active sex life. 24 Although this assertion is consistent with research on a national sample of Methodists born between 1831 and 1890, which reported an average marriage rate of 97.0 per cent for ministers and 96.5 per cent for laymen,25 the sole piece of empirical evidence cited by Abelove in support of his argument is a list of members in the Kingswood society in 1757, only 18 per cent of whom were single at that time with an estimated minimum of 90 per cent marrying at some stage during their lives. Fortunately, a substantial minority of the pre-1830 membership lists used in the present study include data on marital status, and the results are displayed in Appendix l(b) and Table 2 . These will be subject to a small margin of error, arising from two circumstances: first, marital status was denoted by the symbols 'u' or 's', 'm' and 'w', the last two sometimes being difficult to distinguish from each other because of poor handwriting;26 secondly, marital status was not recorded for 5.9 per cent of members for whom a sex breakdown was available, and this 'non-response' has introduced a very slight bias towards men (women constituted 56.53 per cent of all members on the thirty-four lists and 56.36 per cent of those for whom information about marital status was given). The circuit level data in Appendix 1 (b) reveal a wide degree of local variation, the proportion of single members ranging between 14.3 (Colchester, 1823) and 32.6 per cent (Stroud, 1798), of married between 52.8 (Barnard Castle, 1796) and 79.2 (Sheffield, 1789), and of widowed between 3.0 (Rye, 1796) and 15.9 (Barnard Castle, 1796). The summary figures in Table 2 clarify the situation somewhat and permit several tentative generalizations. Overall, 24.6 per cent of Methodist members were single, 65.1 per cent married and 10.3 per cent widowed. Although the comparable secular evidence is very thin for the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,2" with census data Although a fair amount of research has been undertaken into English nuptiality since the publication of John Hajnal's classic paper of 1965 on the so-called European Marriage Pattern (which was characterized by a relatively late age of marriage and by a considerable proportion "I individuals who remained celibate), the evidence has usually been presented in the form of mean ages at marriage, the number of celibate persons at particular ages, and crude marriage rates per thousand in the marriageable age groups. No serious attempt seems to have been made to construct a national profile of the marital condition of the adult population as a whole, although some data do exist for particular communities. Cf. CM Law, 'Local censuses in the 18th century', Population Studies, 23 (1969), 94.
only available from 1851, 28 the number of single persons in Methodism seems to have been significantly smaller than in the adult population as a whole, the proportion of married individuals correspondingly greater, and the number of widowed fairly similar. This preponderance of married and widowed members increased over time, rising from 74.0 per cent before 1781 to 76.9 per cent after 1800,29 the equivalent figure for England and Wales as a whole in 1851 being 70.7. Regionally, there were fewest single and most married members in central England, and virtually matching proportions of single, married and widowed in the southern and northern counties. The biggest discrepancies, however, were between the sexes, there being 5.5 per cent more single women than men, 13.7 per cent fewer married and, predictably in view of the greater longevity of females, 8.2 per cent more widowed (in England and Wales in 1851 these differences were much less marked, at -2.0, -3.9, and + 5.9 respectively). This effect can be seen more dramatically when we recalculate the data to reveal the extent of the female majority in each marital grouping: for single Methodists it was 61.9 per cent, falling to 51.2 per cent for married, and then climbing to 75.9 per cent for widowed (for all adults in 1851 these figures were consistently lower, at 50.3, 50.3 and 66.5) .
These gender-based disparities in marital status acquire added interest and significance when viewed in the light of both eighteenthcentury comments and current scholarly debate about the extent to which evangelical Nonconformity as a whole, and Methodism in particular, was a stabilizing or destabilizing force for family life. Gail Malmgreen, for example, has offered an interpretation of the motivational patterns of early Methodist membership whereby 'For men, joining the Society apparently formed part of a "settling down" process, whereas for women, religious commitment may more often have represented an act of independence, part of a prelude, or postlude, to marriage and family responsibilities.' 30 Unfortunately, membership lists in isolation cannot offer conclusive answers to such questions, since they have three major deficiencies in this respect. First, members were grouped by society classes which were not necessarily centred on family units (often being single sex in composition), the attendant problems of nominal linkage thereby making it difficult to establish the nature of family relationships between members, including the exact proportion of members who were married to each other. Ideally, the lists need to be matched with other types of evidence in order to produce the kind of family reconstitution studies which have been attempted for the Baptists and Quakers. 31 Second, the lists are essentially snapshot documents only, revealing the marital status of members at the date of their compilation, and not the marital status of individuals at the point of entry to membership, which would be the sort of information required to substantiate hypotheses such as Malmgreen's. Third, the lists offer no clues as to the age structure of Methodism, which will have had a direct bearing on the movement's marital base, especially if male and female members are found to have had significantly different age profiles. There are, in fact, no age data for Methodism in the period under review which are comparable with those available nationally for the Roman Catholic community in the Papist Returns of 176732 and for the Society of Friends in 1847.33 Leslie Church argued that 'the children of the first Methodists were often admitted as members of Society at the age of nine or ten',34 but his claim is not substantiated by the recent quantitative research of Tom Albin into eighteenth-century Methodist spirituality. In Albin's elite sample of 555 early Methodists, built up from autobiographical writings in the Arminian Magazine and other sources, the modal and median age of entry to society was twenty-one years with a mean of just under twenty-four and a minimum-maximum range from seven to sixtynine years of age. 35 For the early nineteenth century we have a register of new members received in the Newcastle upon Tyne Circuit in 1825-29 and 1835. Age of entry was given in 280 of the 346 cases, the mean being 28.3 years (30.1 for men and 27.1 for women), with a minimum of thirteen years and a maximum of ninety-nine. The percentage of new members aged under twentyone was 38.2, with 31.4 per cent in the twenty-one to thirty bracket, 15.7 per cent between thirty-one and forty, 9.3 per cent between forty-one and fifty, and 5.4 per cent aged fifty-one and over.
Occupational status
The occupational structure of Methodism has been a topic of speculation from the earliest days of the movement. Contemporary critics were quick to dismiss its followers as coming from the lowest social ranks, doubtless hoping to prove thereby that it posed no fundamental challenge to the ongoing supremacy of the ecclesiastical and socio-political establishments. This view found common expression in the returns of Anglican incumbents to eighteenth-century episcopal visitation queries. for quite contrary reasons. They extolled the achievements of the early preachers in making converts amongst a labouring class which was often largely untouched by organized Christianity and in creating a genuinely democratic religious community from which class distinctions were excluded. In the words of Leslie Church: 'the cleansing waters of the Spirit washed away many social barriers which had made for misery and injustice . . . The first Methodists had no respect of persons . . . They came together in an intimacy that could not recognize social barriers . . . Those who would enter a Methodist Society must first abandon all idea of caste.' 37 The numerous modern contributors to the Methodism and Revolution debate have also touched upon the issue, attempting to identify Methodism's hold on the industrial working classes and to determine whether, on balance, it was a force for conservatism or social change. Until very recently, their evidence has been almost wholly impressionistic and circumstantial, and when an attempt was made to synthesize knowledge about the movement's social structure in 1977, very few data were found to be readily available for the eighteenth century. 38
The membership lists which form the basis of this article enable us to carry the investigation a little further forward, the key statistics appearing in Appendix l(c-d) and Table 3 . 39 The data need to be treated with caution since they are far from complete (with employment status being lacking for an average 26.7 per cent of male members, some of whom^ admittedly, may have been too young to be at work) and even more difficult to classify and interpret. The processing of occupational data in early modern and industrializing England, prior to the availability of a reasonably scientific classification scheme for the 1841 census, is quite problematical, as a growing body of modern studies clearly shows.40 Although, following Lindert and Williamson,41 it has proved a relatively easy decision to use a revision of the contemporary accounts of social structure prepared by Joseph Massie in 1759 (as a contribution to the debate on sugar consumption) and by Patrick Colquhoun in 1801-03 (for his treatise on indigence) as the basis for a sixfold occupational categorization, it has been a much more complex and -doubtlesserror-prone task to assign several hundred individual job titles to particular categories in a way that will equally reflect financial circumstances, social standing, and economic output sector. The meaning of occupational names was clearly subject to variation over time and space, so that, for example, an intrinsically specific term such as 'gentleman' might actually carry rather a wide range of social meanings. There was often a considerable overlap between occupational functions, especially in rural areas where there was a close relationship between the agricultural and industrial economies (a miller, for instance, could be regarded as a retailer, manufacturer or processor of agricultural products). In the urban commercial and manufacturing sectors there was frequently no clear dividing line between wholesale and retail trades, nor between production and distribution, and no certain means of differentiating masters from artisans sharing the same job title. Similarly, terms such as 'manufacturer' or 'maker' did not necessarily imply anything about the scale of the production process; thus, depending upon the context, the term 'lacemaker' might refer to an entrepreneur or, as with the twenty-eight women of the Bedfordshire Circuit in 1781, to a domestic operative. For all these reasons, the occupational coding used in this study, as detailed in Appendix 2, is at best only tentative and indicative; it is based largely upon an internal examination of each membership source moderated in the light of research by 40 A crude aggregation of the male membership data (Table 3) points to some major variations between Methodists and the nation as a whole, not least a substantial overrepresentation of skilled craftsmen (who seem, at first sight, to have formed the backbone of the movement) and significantly fewer labourers, servants and paupers. Comparison with the social structure of the Roman Catholic community from the Papist Returns of 1767 confirms this bias and also highlights the Methodists' relative lack of success with farmers and husbandmen. Similarly, in relation to a sample of Quaker bridegrooms in the late eighteenth century, the Methodists had considerably fewer professional men, merchants, manufacturers and retailers, and rather more skilled craftsmen, labourers, servants and paupers.43 42 J.A. Phillips, Electoral behavior in unreformed England: Plumpers, splitters and straights (Princeton, 1982) , 321-2; E O'Gorman, I'otcrs, patrons and parties: the unreformed electoral system of Hanoverian England, 1734 -1832 (Oxford, 1989 Bradley, Religion, revolution and English radicalism, 442-6. 43 Vann and Eversley, Friends in life and death, [68] [69] [70] [71] [72] [73] [74] . Contrasts between these Methodist and Quaker samples should not be pushed too far since there are considerable methodological diflcrences between them. In particular, there is a great deal of double-counting of Quaker occupations.
Such disparities, however, could well have been more apparent than real. The wild fluctuations in the figures for each of the eighteen circuits in Appendix 1 (c) (the minimum-maximum range for group C being 22.5-84.8 per cent, and for group F being 1.5-46.3 per cent) suggest, not some underlying and constant pattern of Methodist support, but a reflection of the local and regional diversity of the secular economy. In each case the dominant occupational groups amongst male Methodists are precisely those which would have been expected from a knowledge of that economy. Farmers and labourers were the mainstay of Methodist congregations in agricultural areas such as Sussex (38.5 per cent), Bedfordshire (45.9 per cent), Grimsby (60.1 per cent), Epworth (47.3 per cent), Yarmouth (39.8 per cent) and Walsingham (52.2 per cent), whilst weavers formed the largest group in the textile districts of Yorkshire (39.7 per cent in Keighley, 46.4 per cent in Bradford) and Blackburn (59.8 per cent). The tinners were strong in West Cornwall (48.6 per cent), the miners in the Dales (45.2 per cent) and to a lesser extent in Sunderland (13.8 per cent), and artisans in the major urban centres such as Dublin and Bristol, shoemakers being especially numerous (20.6 per cent in Bristol). Only detailed comparisons between each set of Methodist circuit data and a control group of the surrounding population would confirm the hypothesis, also recently advanced by David Hempton,44 that the occupational structure of Methodism displayed a marked tendency to mirror the composition of its host workforce. Such an analysis would be too labour-intensive to fall within the scope of this present study, but it is interesting to note that Wallace's research on Keighley in the 1760s has demonstrated a reasonably good match between the occupational profile of Methodist members and that of Anglican bridegrooms, leading him to conclude that Methodism was 'a flexible movement' which 'both adapted to a given local situation and yet maintained a certain distinctive stance'.45 Broad coincidences between the occupations of Methodist members and of the male population of four Craven parishes in the 1800s have also been reported by Rycroft.46 The position with regard to female Methodist members, as set out in Appendix l(d), was not dissimilar, but there were rather different emphases. Cities such as Dublin (10.4 per cent) and Bristol (6.8 per cent) had a fair number of Methodist women, mostly widows, described as being of independent means. There was a large skilled craft sector, mainly attributable to the influence of the textile industry which employed spinners (19.2 per cent in Manchester, 68.1 per cent in Keighley, 65.4 per cent in Bradford, 40.6 per cent in Grimsby) and lacemakers (17.3 per cent in Bedfordshire). The ranks of group F were swelled by servants (11.1 per cent in Manchester, 19.4 per cent in Dublin, 15.1 per cent in Sunderland, 19.6 per cent in Bristol, 12.8 per cent in Epworth).
By the end of the eighteenth century there was mounting concern amongst many of the leading Methodist preachers about the growing respectability of the movement as evidenced by 'the steady rise of many of its members in the social scale'. 47 Unfortunately, the circuit membership lists which survive for the years 1800-30 do not tend to include details of occupation and therefore make it difficult to establish the legitimacy of this concern. The only specific set of membership data so far discovered for this period relates to the occupations of new male members received in the Newcastle upon Tyne Circuit in 1825-29 and 1835: of 112 members the vast majority were either merchants, manufacturers, retailers (25.9 per cent) or skilled craftsmen (53.6 per cent). For the rest, one is dependent upon a correlation of membership lists with secular sources which include occupational information, such as muster rolls,48 trade directories49 and the enumeration returns from the censuses of 1841 and 1851,50 or upon having recourse to nonmembership sources such as trust deeds 51 or the non-parochial registers. A fair amount of work has now been undertaken on occupational data in Methodist baptismal registers, much of it tending to the same conclusion: skilled manual workers formed the backbone of the Church. 52 Baptismal data, however, pose considerable methodological and interpretative problems arising from the significant number of Methodists who either did not marry at all or who did not rear children, a continuing predilection for baptism in the parish church, the need to control for class fertility differentials, and -in the present context -the uncertain relationship between membership on the one hand and the wider worshipping community of members and adherents represented in the baptismal registers on the other. 53
Conclusion
This study of early Methodist membership lists seems to suggest that the profile of the movement was somewhat at variance with that of the wider society, albeit not to such a large extent as may have been anticipated from the comments of many contemporaries and historians. The proportion of female members was certainly rather greater than in the adult population, but only by about 5 per cent on average, whilst it was fractionally less than for the Old Dissent. There were fewer single persons in membership than one might have expected, but in part this may well have been a function of Methodism's age structure or a reflection of a tendency to delay admission to full membership until well into adulthood, circumstances about which virtually nothing is known. In occupational terms Methodism probably had a tendency to mirror the local economy, although there was some bias towards skilled craftsmen.
Members, of course, accounted for only a minority of Methodist congregations, as was made clear in the opening paragraph, and as Henry Abelove has recently reminded us. 54 It would be ill advised to generalize from the membership to the total Methodist constituency. Other research on Nonconformity, for example, has indicated that the amount of male support in a lay religious community is inversely related to the level of commitment -spiritual, intellectual, social, financial -demanded of that community; the less that is required by way of active participation or personal sacrifice, the greater the number of men. 55 If this theory holds good for early Methodism, then the sexes would probably have been quite evenly balanced in the circle of non-member adherents. Single people, socially restless and valuing their freedom, may have chosen to shun the high degree of involvement and selfdiscipline implicit in formal membership and to have remained on the periphery of the movement, whereas their married neighbours, seeking to rear their children in a religious and moral environment, may have positively courted an association that separated them and their families from a fallen world. This effect would certainly help to explain why, according to John Walsh's research, contemporaries believed that Methodism appealed disproportionately to the young and was an assertion of adolescent independence against parental authority. The financial costs of membership, not least the weekly class money and the quarterly ticket money, may have deterred the labouring poor from becoming members, but no such penalties would have applied to their joining in Methodist worship or turning out to hear the Methodist field preachers (the weekly congregational offertory, it should be noted, was not adopted in Methodism until the very end of the nineteenth century). 56 Allowing for these possibilities, there may still be some grounds for regarding early Methodism as an approximation of an authentically democratic movement, in that it represented, to a greater or lesser extent, most segments of the population. Such a suggestion may not entirely disprove the charges brought against Methodism by some historians that it served as a counter-revolutionary force or an instrument of social control, but it would certainly make them rather less credible. SOURCES:-As Appendix l(c). NOTE:-The classification is based upon the occupations followed by female members or, in the absence of this information, upon the occupational status of their husbands (if known).
